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Computers and Small Local Governments: Users and Uses 
This is Part I of an article 
based on a CAUR survey of com-
puting in small local governments 
in the plains and mountain states. 
The study was conducted under a 
grant from the W. K. Kellogg 
Foundation. 
Part I reports on the frequency 
of computer use by local govern-
ments, the types of computers 
used, system administration, typical 
uses, and attitudes toward and 
satisfaction with computer systems. 
Part II, which will be published 
in the next issue, will present data 
on problems with computer use, 
the principal factors and informa-
tion systems used to acquire com-
puters, and future plans for acquisi-
tion and use. 
By Donald F. Norris and 
David R. DiMartino 
Introduction 
IN February, 1982 the Center for Applied Urban Research conducted 
a survey of computer use and computing 
plans and needs in 165 randomly selected 
small local governments in Nebraska and 
the surrounding states of Colorado, 
Kansas , Montana, North Dakota, South 
Dako ta, and Wyoming. 
Computer Use 
Studies in the mid-1970's indicated 
that over 90 percent of larger city and 
county governments used compu ters in 
their ope rations. Less than 50 percent of 
cities with populations of 10,000 to 
50,000 and counties with 10,000 to 
100,000 did so.l These studies also found 
that as population declined so did the use 
of computers by local governments. 
The passage of time and the introduc-
tion of new technology, especially 
m1mcomputers and desktop and micro-
computers, have had a definite if modest 
impact on the use of computers by small 
governments. Only slightly over half 
(53 .3 percent) of the communities in the 
CAUR study said they used computers. 
(See Table 1.) As population decreased, 
so did the frequency of computer use. 
Table 1 shows, for example, that 75.6 
percent of governments with populations 
of 10,000 and over used computers while 
only 17.4 percent of those with popu-
lations under 2,500 did so. 
More cities (67.7 percent) used 
computers than did counties (36.0 
percent). More council/manager (91.4 
percent) than mayor/council (52.7 
percent) forms of city government used 
computers in their operations, and more 
metropolitan (68.6 percent) than non-
metropolitan (46.5 percent) governments 
did so.2 Though a few more governments 
in the three-state mountain region used 
computers than in the plains states, 
adoption rates between the two regions 
did not appear to be significantly 
different. (See Table 1.) 
Of the 88 communities that used 
computer systems, 86.3 percent had 
in-house computer systems, 10.2 percent 
used service bureaus, and 3.4 percent had 
joint computer operations with other 
governmental units. (See Table 1.) 
The 76 governments with in-house 
systems owned a total of 86 computers. 
Almost nine out of ten (98.5 percent) 
owned one computer, 9.2 percent owned 
two, and one government owned four 
systems, all micros. 
Systems Used 
Of the 86 computer systems used by 
the 76 communities, the majority (59 .3 
percent) were mm1computers. An 
additional 22.1 percent were desktop or 
microcomputers, and 18.6 percent were 
bookkeeping or accounting machines. 
None was a mainframe computer. 
The vast majority (81.4 percent) of 
the 76 governments with in-house com-
puters owned their systems, and only 
17.4 percent leased or rented. Two of 
these governments reported the owner-
ship of one and the lease of a second 
system. 
These 86 systems were also evaluated 
according to whether they represented a 
manufacturer's current commercial 
computer system at the time of the 
survey. Over half (54. 7 percent) were 
considered current models, 20 .9 percent 
were the immediately previous models, 
and 24.4 percent were two or more 
models removed from a vendor's most 
current model on the market at the time 
of the survey. Thus, almost one in four of 
these models was either dated or repre-
sented antiquated technology .3 
Almost three-quarters (74.4 percent) 
of the computers used by the sample 
governments had been owned for less 
than five years. Only 20.9 percent had 
been owned fo r five years or longer. 
A smal l number of governments (4.7 
percent) did not know how long they 
had owned their computers. 
When systems were categorized by 
computer manufacturer, the govern-
ments with in-house systems had acquired 
their systems primarily from the three 
largest computer manufacturers: IBM 
(26.7 percent), NCR (25.6 percent), and 
Burroughs (18.6 percent) . These " big 
three" brands constituted 70.9 percent of 
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TABLE 1 
USE OF COMPUTERS 
A. Computer Use by All Respondents 
Yes 
No 
Total 
B. Computer User Characteristics 
City-County: 
City 
County 
Population: 
Under 2,500 
2 ,500-4 .999 
5 ,000-9 ,999 
1 0,000 and over 
Metropolitan or Non-metropolitan: 
Metropoli tan 
No n-metropol it an 
Form of Government: 
Mayor/Council 
Council/Manager 
County 
Geographic Region: 
Plains 
Mountain 
C. Type of Computer Used 
In-house computer 
Joint use 
Service bureau 
Total 
the in-house systems owned. The 
remammg systems (29 .1 percent) 
indicated rather varierl computer 
purchasing habits by the surveyed com-
mumues, probably not unlike the 
purchasing habits of the broader society. 
Included in this group were systems 
from several manufacturers including 
Altos, Apple, Cado, Data General, DEC, 
Olivetti, Phillips, Radio Shack, Tele-
video, Texas Instruments, Wang, and 
others. 
System Administration 
Previously reported data have indi-
cated that local government computer 
operations were most often administered 
within local finance departments. Separate 
data processing departments were the 
second most frequent location.4 
Number Percent 
88 53.3 
77 46.7 
165 100.0 
(N) Number Percent of N 
(90 ) 61 67.7 
(75) 27 36.0 
(23) 4 17.4 
(57) 29 50.9 
(44) 24 54.5 
(41) 31 75.6 
(51) 35 68.6 
(114) 53 46.5 
(55) 29 52.7 
(35) 32 91.4 
(75) 27 36.0 
(11 6) 58 50.0 
(49) 30 61.2 
Number Percent 
76 86.3 
3 3.4 
2 10.2 
88 100.0 
The present study showed that among 
the 76 governments with in-house 
systems, the city or county clerk most 
frequently administered the system (43.4 
percent) followed by a separate data 
processing department (21.2 percent). 
Administration of the computer systems 
occurred through the finance department 
in only 9.2 percent of the governments. 
(See Table 2.) 
In small governments, city and county 
clerks are primarily involved in financial 
management related activities. Hence, 
administration of the computer through 
their offices is not inconsistent with 
earlier findings among larger govern-
ments. 
Functions Performed 
When analyzed in terms of functions 
performed on both in-house and other 
TABLE 2 
ADM INISTRATION OF 
COMPUTER SYSTEM 
Adrni n istrator 
in Charge Number Percent 
City or county c lerk 33 43.4 
Data processing department 16 21.1 
Finance department 7 9.2 
City manager 5 6.6 
Utility department 4 5.3 
More than one 1 1.3 
Other 9 11.8 
No answer 1 1.3 
Total 76 100.0 
computer systems in these governments, 
financial management activities clearly 
ranked first. (See Table 3 .) For example, 
85.2 percent of the 88 cities and counties 
using computers of all kinds performed 
payroll functions on their computer 
systems. This was followed, in descending 
order, by accounting ( 80.7 percent), 
budgeting (72.7 percent), and utility 
billing (69.3 percent). Thereafter, 
·frequency of use in specific functional 
areas fell below half the reporting govern-
ments (e.g., tax assessment-40.2 percent) 
and dropped to only 16.1 percent listing 
voter registration. 
Here again, these findings are consis-
tent with earlier studies of larger govern-
ments, suggesting that functional uses 
of computers in local governments do 
not vary with governmental size. How-
ever, both the likelihood of use of com-
puters and the extent of computeriza-
tion appear to be important areas of 
difference in computer use between 
large and small local governments. 
Programming and Programmers 
Acquisition of programming to per-
form various functions can often be a 
problem for local governments. This is 
partly because of the uniqueness of some 
local government functions and also 
because of the specialized nature of 
certain required programming, e.g., 
"fund" accounting. 
In general, local governments have 
two options in acquiring computer 
programming: buy it from another party 
or create it in-house. Over three-fifths 
(60.5 percent) of the governments with 
in-house computers acquired their pro-
gramming from computer software or 
hardware organizations while 11.8 per-
cent had programming written by in-
house staff. Contrast this with the 38.2 
percent of governments owning com-
TABLE 3 
FUNCTIONS CURRENTLY 
AUTOMATED 
(N~88) 
Functions Number Percent* 
Payroll 75 85.2 
Accounting 71 80.7 
Budgeting 64 72.7 
Util ity bil l ing 61 69.3 
Tax assessmen t 35 40.2 
Tax billing 32 36.8 
Personnel 31 35.6 
Police 21 24.1 
Inventory 15 17.2 
Voter registration 14 16.1 
Other 3 3.4 
*Responses are not additive as each 
potential respondent (N~88) could 
check each applicable category. 
TABLE 4 
PROGRAMS FOR 
IN-HOUSE COMPUTERS 
Source Number Percent* 
Computer hardware 
or software 
organizat ion 46 60.5 
Written in-house 9 11.8 
Business or industry 5 6.6 
Another government 2 2.6 
O ther 3 3.9 
More than one 10 13.2 
No answer 1 1.3 
*Responses are not additive as each 
potential respondent (N~76) could 
select each applicable category. 
pu ters that have staff programmers, 
and it suggests that programmers may 
do less original programming than system 
support and maintenance. 
Only a small number (6.6 percent) 
acquired their software from a business 
or industry, and only 2.6 percent 
acquired programming from another 
governmental unit or agency. Another 
source was listed by 3.9 percent of the 
governments, and 13.2 percent cited 
more than one software source. (See 
Table 4.) 
Computer systems are increasingly 
marketed to local governments as turn-
key systems or those that are fully 
programmed. Contemporary computer 
technology is also sold as "user friendly"; 
that is, the equipment is said to be 
operated easily by existing governmental 
staff who have no specialized computer 
training. Of course, many (especially 
older) systems, either still on the market 
or actually installed in local govern-
ments, require programmers. 
Of the 76 cities with in-house com-
puters 38.2 percent reported that they 
had compu ter programmers on their 
staffs. This means that nearly two out 
of five of these governments employed 
programmers. This appears to be a fairl y 
high percentage considering the size of 
the surveyed governments and the fact 
that nearly three-quarters of the systems 
had been purchased within the past 
four years. 
Attitudes Toward Computers 
The 88 local governments that used 
computers were asked to respond to 
questions concerning the effects of their 
systems on the cost, efficiency, and 
accuracy of their operations. Taken 
together, the responses to these ques-
tions showed a highly favorable evalua-
tion of the benefits of computer tech-
nology in local government. By large 
majorities, respondents felt that their 
computer systems had reduced costs 
and improved efficiency and accuracy. 
A total of 77 governments responded 
to the question of whether their com-
puter systems had affected cost. Over 
70 percent said their systems had proved 
to be money savers, 20.8 percent said 
their systems had no significant influence 
on costs, and 9.1 percent said their 
computer systems had actually cost them 
more than previous methods of operation. 
When asked how their computer 
systems had affected the efficiency of 
local government operations, 80 govern-
ments responded. Seven out of 10 (71.3 
percent) said their systems had enabled 
them to perform more work than with 
previous methods. Over 23 percent said 
their computers had no noticeable effect 
on efficiency. Five percent felt that their 
systems had actually increased their 
workloads. 
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Eighty-one of the governments 
responded to a question regarding the 
effect of their computers on accuracy. 
Over 86 percent said improved accuracy 
had resulted from their computer systems 
while 11.1 percent saw no effect on 
record keeping accuracy, and 2 .5 percent 
actually felt their computer systems 
decreased record keeping accuracy. 
Satisfaction with Systems 
In a related question, the respondents 
were asked to indicate their satisfaction 
or dissatisfaction with several elements 
of their computer systems. (See Table 
5.) A substantial majority of respondents 
(over 70 percent) in all cases expressed 
satisfaction with their systems. The 
greatest levels of satisfaction were: 
96.3 percent-staff response to the 
system, 96. 3 percent-ease of use, 92.5 
percent-equipment/hardware, and 88.8 
percent-training of staff to use the 
system. 
In fact, for only four system elements 
did as many as 10 percent of respondents 
indicate dissatisfaction. These were, in 
order of frequency, vendor service/ 
support (18.2 percent dissatisfied), pro-
gramming/software (16.5 percent), pro-
grammers (15 .8 percent), and train-
ing of users (11. 3 percent). These results 
are significant in that all these elements 
relate to the operation of systems, rather 
than the physical technology or attitudes 
of the users. 
Respondents were also asked to 
describe their overall satisfaction with 
their computer systems. Of the 85 
governments responding, 92.9 percent 
were satisfied while only 7.1 percent 
were dissatisfied. These data further 
confirmed the observation that the 
sample governments were highly positive 
toward their computer systems. 
(This article will be concluded in the 
next issue.) 
TABLE 5 
SATISFACTION W ITH SYSTEM 
Sat isfied Dissatisfied Rank by 
Elemen ts (N) Number Percent Number Percent Sat isfaction 
Ease of use 8 1 78 96.3 3 3.7 1 
Staff response to system 81 78 96.3 3 3.7 1 
Equipment/hardware 80 74 92.5 6 7.5 2 
Train ing of users 80 71 88.8 9 11.3 3 
Programmers 76 64 84.2 12 15.8 4 
Prograrnrn i ng/so It ware 79 66 83.5 13 16.5 5 
Vendor serv ice/support 77 63 81.8 14 18 .2 6 
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Footnotes 
1See: Rob Kling and William H. Dutton, 
"The Computer Package: Dynamic Com-
plexity" ; chapter 2 of James Danziger. William 
H. Dutton, Rob Kling and Kenneth L. Kraemer 
(eds.), Computers and Politics: High Tech-
nology in American Local Governments (N.Y.: 
Columbia University Press, 1982), p. 30; and 
Kenneth L. Kraemer, William H. Dutton, and 
Joseph R. Matthews, '"Municipal Computers: 
Growth, Usage, and Management,'" Urban 
Data Service Report (Washington: International 
Volume X I , Number 7 
City Management Association, November, 
1975), p. 2. 
2Governmen ts were considered rnetropol i-
tan if they were located within a county 
classified as part of a Standard Metropolitan 
Statistical Area (SMSA) by the Census Bureau 
or if they were located in counties adjacent 
to SMSA counties. In this way, all cities and 
counties falling within the primary market 
area (or tributary area) of major urban centers 
were classified metropolitan. All other cities 
and counties were labeled nonmetropol itan. 
3current technology was defined as a manu-
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facturer's most recent commercially available 
system(s) at the time of the survey. As 
examples, these included : IBM System/ 34. 
Burroughs B90 and B900, and comparable 
minicomputers; and Apple I I Plus and IBM 
Personal Computer . and comparable micro-
computers. Dated systems included IBM 
System/32, Burroughs B80 and B800. and 
comparable systems. An t iquated systems 
included Burroughs L ser ies equipment and 
comparable equipment. 
4Kraemer and K ing, Computers and Local 
Government, Vol. I, p. 34 and Vol. I I, p. 35. 
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